             Hello!  Please pass this college admissions information on to 9th, 10th, and 11th graders and their families!  Please also see attached flyer about College Admissions 101 seminar!
 

“It’s never too early to start obsessing about college admissions…!”  I heard that recently and although it gave me a good laugh I also realized that it rang true—more and more people are feeling anxious about getting into college or their children getting into college and I wish it was not that way.  As a school counselor in Charlotte Mecklenburg Schools I see many students and parents stressing each year and I wished that I could have made it easier for them.—  
 

Soooo….I put together a few pieces of “must know” information for students and parents of students in 9th, 10th, 11th and 12th grades (see below) along with Ellen Martin, a private college counselor.  We also developed a comprehensive 3 hour seminar on college admissions: January 10th from 2-5 at the Levine Jewish Community Center (for more details see the end of this email and also the attached flyer).
 

 

 

Must-know information for 12th graders:
 

If you get into a college but you do not get enough financial aid you can ‘negotiate’ for more financial aid but you MUST do this in the correct way.  You should make an appointment with someone in the financial aid office, drive/fly to the school (this should be in-person), tell them how much you would like to attend this University (you should really only do this if it is your current top choice and you really think you want to attend and will attend if you get more aid), tell them why this University is your top choice and tell them how much more aid you would need to be able to attend.  Make sure you are polite and gracious and genuine.  
 

When asking teachers, coaches or advisors to write letters of recommendation, provide a stamped, addressed envelope for each college and also a letter explaining why you want to go to each school so he/she can put some college-specific information in each letter he/she writes.
 

At the beginning of your senior year of high school you should give your school counselor and anyone else who will write a letter of recommendation for you a BRAG sheet.  This  should include the activities you’ve been involved with (you should also send your resume if you have one), what you are most proud of, etc.  If you would like a sample brag sheet email collegeadmissions101@yahoo.com and we will send you one.
 

The earlier you apply to college the BETTER your chances are of getting in.  As a general rule (but there will always be exceptions) if you are waiting for your 1st semester grades to come in before applying DON’T!  By the time the school receives your application it will be February and most of the class will be full.  If you are concerned about your grades you should apply early and send a copy of your 1st quarter report card (in October) to show how well you are doing your senior year.
 

Visit as many colleges as possible, when the students are in session, to narrow down where you want to go and also save money on application fees (at $60ish per application plus the fees to send SAT or ACT scores it adds up…!).  We also take students on college tours over the summer so if you are interested in going on a tour email us at collegeadmissions101@yahoo.com for more information.
 

As for the number of schools you apply to: Most school counselors recommend applying to 3-5 colleges.  Most college admissions professionals would agree that you should be sure you have at least 1 “safety” school where your grades and SAT or ACT scores are significantly higher than the school’s average scores and GPA.  Also apply to at least 1 “match” school where you think you have a pretty good chance of getting in.  And if you wish you can apply to 1 “reach” school as well—a school you would like to attend but will be hard to get into because you are below the school’s average GPA and SAT/ACT scores. If you are applying to highly competitive colleges you should consider applying to a greater number of schools because even if you have a perfect GPA and perfect scores, admission to those schools can still be “hit or miss”.  We will be discussing this at length at the College Admissions 101 seminar on January 10th.
 

Ask 3-5 people to read over your college essays, including your English teacher, your school counselor, parent, and a friend.  Ask them to answer these questions for you: Does this seem genuinely me?  Is there anything here I should leave out?  Do I need to add any “umph” to my essay?  Also, all of these readers should help you eliminate any typos or grammatical errors…you should not even have ONE in your college essays!!
 

If you get deferred or waitlisted from your top school, there IS something else you can do to get in!  A strong plea from a teacher or a school counselor can make a difference.  You may also send  two letters expressing your strong interest and telling the school that this is your top choice and you will attend if you get in.    Keep them updated with any honors you receive or accomplishments.  But don’t over-do it!  Two-three letters from you and one or two from a counselor or teacher is the upper limit.
 

There are things you can do to get more from your school counselor and thus a better letter on your behalf and possibly even more and better scholarship recommendations as well.  Did you know that most schools require an (automatic) counselor recommendation? Also, did you know that counselors often nominate students for scholarships and decide on what student receives a certain scholarship and it is often given to the students who are best known in the guidance office? There is a plan you can follow to increase your chances of your counselor writing a better letter for you and also nominating you for some awards and scholarships.  Out of 100 seniors I had 2 years ago, only 2 followed this plan to a tee and it made me realize I needed to spread the word to as many high school students as possible so they could increase their chances of getting into college!  We will be discussing this in detail in the “How to get the most from your school counselor” panel of College Admissions 101 but here are a few of the top tips: (1) Before school starts go into your school and give your counselor a completed brag sheet, letter explaining where you want to attend school and why, application deadlines, etc.  Your counselor will be overwhelmed with schedule changes at this point so graciously tell them you understand they are busy and ask if you can come in again after schedule changes are over.  (2) When schedule changes are over appear again at your counselor’s door and ask if you can make an appointment to discuss your college admissions strategy.  (3) At that meeting with your counselor talk at length about all of the schools you want to apply to, why each school would be right for you (put this in writing, too, and email it to them so they can cut/paste it into individual letters if they choose to), when the deadlines are, and ask them if they have any advice for you and if they can read your essay and edit it for you.  Do not be upset if your counselor is busy and overwhelmed—counselors typically have 400-600 students each and are usually very busy.  Even counselors in private schools who have a ratio of approximately 1 per 60  students are busy at this time of year.  But the fact that you have been so organized, polite, methodical, and strategic will very likely be noted in the counselor’s letter of recommendation and also be taken into consideration when the counselors are deciding on scholarships and honors. Lastly, do not forget to write a short, appreciative thank you note to your counselor.  Not only is it the  polite thing to do but you will also probably find yourself having to ask them for more recommendations for scholarship applications in the Spring!
 

We have much more to say about this topic and many others which will be included in the College Admissions 101 seminar on January 10th from 2-5 at the JCC (see details below)
 

 

Must-know information for 11th graders:
 

 

Decide whether the SAT or ACT is the best test for you (see Sophomore section for this because it would be great if you could enter your junior year of high school with a plan for which test to take).
 

Twice.  You really, really should take the SATs or ACTs at least TWICE this year and not have to rely on the October senior year test date for a score you are happy with.  At the beginning of your junior year of high school, look at the SAT or ACT calendar, then look at your own final exam and AP tests calendar to decide which dates work best to take your standardized tests. Make sure to register for these tests online early to avoid extra charges.
 

Highly competitive students applying to highly selective colleges should also look at the testing dates for the SAT Subject tests which should correspond to those subjects you have most recently taken.  Most highly selective schools require that applicants take a few subject tests.  Students can take up to 3 subject tests on one SAT test day.  The best time to take the Subject tests are right after AP exams or completion of the course—when a lot of the subject material is fresh in your mind.  For more information on what highly competitive students should know you can attend the “Ivy-Bound: What highly competitive students need to know before applying to highly-selective schools” panel at College Admissions 101 on January 10th (see below or call the JCC at 704-366-5007 to register).
 

Visit as many colleges as you can!  By visiting colleges you can rule in or rule out the environment and even program that is most right for you.  An added benefit is you can save money on application fees for colleges that don’t interest you and also avoid going to a college that isn't right for you and then having to transfer schools.  
 

The perfect time to visit colleges is right before Junior year of high school though college visits can really benefit any age high school age student.  Parents should try to incorporate these trips into vacations to different regions of the country or state.  If your parents are unable to take you on college tours  then come on our college visit trips over the summer (for more info email collegeadmissions101@yahoo.com) and visit colleges with other motivated high school students!
 

Most schools ask counselors to write a recommendation on each student who applies to their school.  If you don’t already have a relationship with your counselor, now is the time to start one!  Not only will it be interesting getting to know them, it is GREAT practice for the future—learning to develop relationships with people you work with is an important life-lesson.
 

Ditto on developing relationships with a teacher or coach or club advisor!  The more you get to know them and they get to know you the better and more thorough and genuine a letter of recommendation they will write for you.  Plus this is really great practice for the future when you are on a University campus filled with diverse professors whom you can get to know and possibly even work with, do research for, etc.
 

Strategize.  Now is the time to sit down and make a college application strategy.  You should be ready to dive right into filling out applications in August or September of your senior year if you are prepared.   By planning ahead, you will save money, time, and have a better chance of  attending a school that is the best match for you.  To hear the most current, relevant information about college admissions from over 15 of the Charlotte region’s most informed college admissions professionals sign up for the College Admissions 101 seminar on January 10th from 2-5 at the Levine Jewish Community Center (see below or call the JCC at 704-366-5007 to register).
 

A quick standardized testing tip: as a general rule the longer your essay is on the SAT the higher your score!  Have a few topics, quotes, and interesting facts up your sleeve so you can include them—when relevant—in your essay.  
 

  
Must-know information for 10th graders:
 

Decide whether or not you relate better to the SAT test or the ACT test.  Colleges only ask for scores from one of these tests so do not concentrate on both because that is taking time and energy away from working to increase your scores on the test that is best suited to YOU.  You may go online and take some sample sections from both tests and see if you naturally feel more comfortable with one test or the other.  If you are still neutral on your decision then consider taking a free test with Kaplan or Princeton Review (they offer periodic free tests) to get a better idea of the full tests.  You can then enter your scores on many websites that compare the SAT to the ACT percentile scores.  For MUCH more information about this topic consider attending the “Standardized Test Tips and Strategies/SAT vs. ACT” panel of the College Admissions 101 seminar on January 10th.
 

Attend ANY college admissions seminar you hear about at your school or a friend’s school, EVEN if they seem more geared to juniors or seniors…get a HEAD START!
 

If you need a little additional motivation or “vision” to make college admissions seem more real and relevant (read: "Help!  My child is not motivated!  What can I do?") sign up your student for the panel “Advice from the Best Source about college admissions: Hear ten high school seniors and college freshmen tell it like it is…” of the College Admissions 101 seminar. Sometimes hearing things from peers makes things more relevant to less-motivated students.  Also consider taking your student to visit as many colleges as possible.  No time?  Sign up for one of our tours over the summer.
 

Explore different careers as best as you can.  Intern.  Job Shadow.  Interview five friends of your parents about their job (ask their favorite things, least favorite things, a typical day, if they could do it all over again, what path would they take?).  The more you know about what careers do and don't look interesting to you, the better off you will be in terms of college admissions.  This is not to say you need to decide now on your future career.  But the more you are exposed to different careers NOW the more you can narrow down your focus, find a school that has a program you are interested in, and get experience in that field. This is good in terms of writing essays, showing your interests, and it will also likely help you save money in the long run by ruling out a major earlier rather than later.
 

  
Must-know information for 9th graders:
 

GPA.  One of the most important things you can concentrate on this year is working hard in your classes.  Some of my students made the mistake of thinking that freshman year really didn’t matter so much but if you have the potential to be a 4.0 student and you get a 3.0 your freshman year of high school, even if you get a 4.0 your sophomore, junior and senior years you still will have an overall GPA of a 3.75.  In other words, your freshmen classes really do count in your overall GPA that colleges will see and you don't want to start yourself off in high school in a disadvantaged position.  (But, given this warning about Freshman year and your  GPA, if you mess up your freshman year of high school but show you “matured” and did better in subsequent years, this does hold some weight.)    
 

Interview a responsible upperclass student or parent to get the inside scoop on your high school.  For example ask if AP classes are weighted with extra bonus quality points (it is typical for an A in an AP class to be worth a 6.0, an A in an Honors class to  be worth a 5.0 and an A in a regular class to be worth a 4.0 and this all makes a big difference when averaging these scores into a GPA and your class rank).  
 

Start to learn about marketing, packaging and public relations because this is what you need to do well to write an impressive college application.
 

Experience life.  Follow your passions.  Experiment with ideas and topics and careers.  If your mother thinks your passion for reptiles is ridiculous but you love reptiles then volunteer at the Raptor Center…start a club at your school for students with a similar interest…raise money for the cause…these are the kinds of things a college loves to see when looking at applicants (and your passion need not be for reptiles but can be for horticulture or literature or physics or dance, or something else…colleges like to admit students with strong interests and passions of many different kinds!)  Basically, demonstrate a consistent and time proven interest and take that to a leadership level.
 

 Worry but don’t worry too much.  Even though it has gotten progressively harder to get into highly competitive schools there are thousands of colleges that are out there and many that you will love and can prepare you for a wonderful career and life.  Enjoy high school, pursue your passions, develop friendships, and relish the last few years of living at home with your family.  Time flies so quickly and when you are 75 and looking back on high school you want to remember the happy memories and not the anxiety you felt about getting into college.
 

 

